In each theatre mentioned, and in those proposed in the studies above, the cosmetics are unusual, often Constructivist or Cubistic, the size is grandiose and somehow other-worldly (or else uniquely intimate), the audience arrangements may be asymmetrical, and the technology, facilities, and amenities tend to the spectacular, but ultimately the stages and spectator-performer relationship remain unimaginative variations on the proscenium, end stage, thrust, or arena. This is in part because their "futurism" tends to be essentially conservative -dressing up the superficial aspects while keeping the basic elements comfortable, familiar, and unchanged.
Most innovations in the theatre throughout this century, however, have dealt primarily with the form and content of the drama, and while the scenography of many avant garde productions has differed radically in style and intent from contemporary practice, often incorporating the concepts and techniques of the art movement with which they were associated, very few visionaries ever questioned the basic theatre space. This is logical enough considering that theatres are generally viewed as structures to house dramatic literature, and virtually all drama is conceived for frontal staging. Only a handful of artists over the past eighty years-among them Pierre Albert-Birot, Oskar Strnad, Andrzej Pronazsko, F. T. Marinetti, Walter Gropius, Ferenc Molnar, Andreas Weininger, Frederick Kiesler, Norman Bel Geddes, Bernard Reder, and Jacques Polieri -seem to have conceived of a theatre of the future based on the architecture of the theatre itself. They proposed theatres, almost none of which were ever built, in the hopes that a drama or type of performance would evolve to fill their fanciful spaces -a drama based on the spatial relationship of the performer and spectator. Rather than proceeding from the demands of a body of literature, the visionaries began with architecture as a basis for theatre. Ironically, the closest many of these ideas have come to fruition is in the pavilions of World's Fairs since the 1930s and in amusement parks, both traditionally the home of futuristic fantasy.
The relationship of the spectator to the stage, of course, has been a consideration of theatre architects since at least the Renaissance, but the conscious manipulation of space since the late nineteenth century has almost always been in terms of variations on a traditional theme. "Our theatrical habits make it very difficult to imagine what freedom in staging could mean, and to visualize a new handling of the elements of production," wrote Appia in The Work of Living Art. "We cannot conceive of a theatre, it seems, except in terms of the present-day stage -a limited space filled with cut-out paintings, in the midst of which actors pace up and down, separated from us by a clear-cut line of demarcation."8 But even Appia ultimately sought plasticity on a proscenium stage.
Most of the reactions against the proscenium were not visionary but backward looking: the "Shakespeare stages" of Immermann and Tieck and their descendants down through Copeau's architectural stage were, of course, attempts to recapture the presumed fluid staging of the Elizabethans. A tripartite stage-the forerunner of the The first person to consciously and systematically attempt to alter the consciousness of the audience through architecture was, of course, Richard Wagner in his theatre at Bayreuth. But again, rather than seek an alternative to the proscenium, he reemphasized it through his famous double proscenium and "mystic gulf." The amphitheatrical seating, essentially a return to ancient Greek architecture, was also an attempt to control the focus of the audience. The theatre at Bayreuth is often acknowledged as the forerunner of modern theatre architecture, but its significance lies in Wagner's deliberate attempt to control the spectators' perceptions through architecture. In his theatre, the spatial arrangement had as great, or greater, an effect than the content of the script or the style of production. But neither this nor the other previously mentioned theatres would qualify as a "theatre of the future."
The primary "problem" with frontal staging in general, and proscenium staging specifically, is its two dimensionality. Appia and Fuchs attempted to come to terms with this inherent perceptual difficulty within the context of the existing architecture. The truly futuristic theatres, however, tend to deal with this problem in two ways: the annular stage, in which the stage surrounds the spectators, and the spherical theatre, which carries the annular concept to its full three-dimensional potential. Later that year came a less well known but more developed annular stage proposal. Pierre Albert-Birot, a writer and the editor of the short-lived Dada journal Sic, called his plan the "Theatre Nunique." Albert-Birot set forth his philosophy of "nunisme" in which the humanities were to draw from past knowledge as well as from new scientific and technological advances to create a kind of scientific humanism. His proposed theatre consequently drew heavily upon technology. Basically it employed a sort of space stage, and Albert-Birot insisted that "light alone must be the paint of this theatre." Like Apollinaire, he called for a mixture of acrobatics, buffoonery, pantomime, film, and other popular performance elements in production. In his manifesto, he stated: "The 'theatre nunique' must be a grand simultaneous ensemble, containing all the means and emotions capable of communicating an intense and intoxicating life to the spectators." The physical theatre consisted of a rotating annular stage, "a circus in which the public will occupy the center, while, on a peripheral turning platform, most of the performance will unfold, still connected to the audience by actors scattered throughout the theatre space."10 Albert-Birot provides a little more detail. His sketch seems to indicate a proscenium theatre transmuted into an annular one. The proposal had little apparent influence, and only Polish director Szymon Syrkus, himself virtually unknown, acknowledged any influence from the plan. Gropius's goal was to destroy the implicit psychological separation of the performer and spectator, to eliminate the flatness of the stage picture and create a dynamic plasticity. In so doing he hoped to encourage the audience to "shake off its inertia." The Totaltheater was to be a "mobilization of all spatial means to rouse the spectator from his intellectual apathy, to assault and overwhelm him, coerce him into participation in the play."15
The idea of fixed, unidirectional seating, however, seemed to be a given factor for all architects of the period. He approached an artist, Andrzej Pronaszko, and an architect, Szymon Syrkus, to develop a theatre along these lines, and a model was built for the Polish Universal Exposition at Poznan in 1928. These two men were not random choices; both had been working with alternatives to naturalistic settings and the proscenium stage. Pronaszko had been a member of the Formists, a Polish Cubo-Futurist group, and since 1924 he had worked with the director Leon Schiller at the Polski Theatre producing geometrical, multilevel sets. In 1929 Pronaszko and Syrkus designed a set for a production of The Golem in Warsaw-it was apparently not built-which employed an arena stage circled by tiers of seating. Platforms, ramps and steps cut through the arena and jutted into or through the auditorium at three points.
The model they created for Tonecki for the Poznan Exposition was of an 8,000 square meter concrete and glass structure that would stand twelve to fifteen stories tall. The theatre consisted of two concentric annular stages-the inner one wider than the outer-encircling a 3,000-seat amphitheatrelike auditorium. The two ring stages would be able to rotate independently at variable speeds and in opposite directions. Because the audience section was in the form of a raked amphitheatre, / T, December 1981 scenes could be revolved out of sight behind the spectators. On the two stages, which would be operated by some sort of electro-hydraulic system, were to be circular platforms that could rotate independently as well as rise above or sink below stage level.
For Syrkus, movement was the unifying factor of this form of "total theatre." Like the Futurists, he was fascinated by motion. In the proposed theatre, with both rings and all the circular platforms rotating and rising, the result would have been somewhat like a Busby Berkeley spectacular. The spherical theatre is a uniquely twentieth-century concept, although the sphere has long held a symbolic and esthetic significance for artists and mathematicians alike. For the architect, however, the sphere is an expression of newness since virtually all architecture has been angular and cubic. In the years following the Russian Revolution, for example, many Soviet architects proposed buildings incorporating circles, hemispheres, and spheres. A spherical theatre presents two possibilities for production: performance suspended in the center with audience on the inner surface of the sphere, or spectators in the center with the performance surrounding.
The earliest proposal was not actually for a spherical theatre but rather, for a theatre in a sphere. And it was not an avant garde project but a Coney Island fantasy. The Globe Tower was one of the most colossal futuristic projects ever proposed.21 Conceived by Samuel Friede to be built at Coney Island's Steeplechase, it was envisioned as a sphere atop a gridwork tower totalling more than 700 feet. Inside the 50,000 capacity structure would be restaurants, gardens, a roller rink, a vaudeville theatre, a bowling alley, the world's largest Hippodrome (four rings), circuses, a revolving restaurant, concession stands, a hotel, and so forth. The project turned out to be an investment fraud, but many of the elements were later unwittingly incorporated into Kiesler's Endless Theatre.
The Endless Theatre was originally conceived in 1923 to house the Vienna Theatre and Music Festival the following year. Designed as an ellipsoidal structure within a continuous shell of steel and opaque glass (actually, a double shell that would contain heating and cooling systems) and with a capacity of 10,000, it was meant not only for theatre and display, but was to include hotels, parking lots, and gardens.22 As Kiesler described it, the interior consisted of an interplay of ramp, platform and elevator-an endless showplace throughout the whole space. ... a continuous interwining of vast ramps which lead into others on several levels until spectators and actors practically reach the ceiling. The various levels connect through three elevators which are exposed; the elevators are nothing but platforms that take off from one level to another. The players and the audience can intertwine anywhere in space. There, I feel, is a first attempt at an architectural expression of spatial integration. It fully used the construction principles of continuous tension-there was not a single column in the whole structure.23 New York's Guggenheim Museum, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, with its spiral ramps, captures some of the spirit of Kiesler's design on a much less ambitious scale.
The core of the Endless Theatre was an arena stage (Kiesler's "space stage") with two proscenium or platform stages at either side bisecting the lower seating area and connected to each other by a bridge. There was spectator seating in circular rows, including three rows of stadiumlike benches along the perimeter, and standing room on the ramps. These ramps and platforms could be rearranged to allow endless variations in design. The engineering techniques were to be borrowed from bridge building. This project was the first and, to this day, most complete concept for the total use of space by both spectator and performer. Every inch of space was potentially usable in some aspect of production -the inner surface of the structure, for instance, was to serve as a vast projection screen-and the entire space was capable of virtually continuous change. "The drama," as Kiesler said, "can expand and develop in space." In such a structure the spectator is truly surrounded. No longer is there merely a feeling of being suspended in space, as Strnad envisioned, but the spectator actually is suspended, completely enclosed within an environment. The building resembled a crystal ball in shape-a circular structure on a concave pedestal. It was to consist of a double shell-the space between the two shells was for storage, properties, sets, and so forth, and a control booth was located in the upper portion of the shell. The audience of about 1000 was suspended in the center of the sphere on rotating platforms. In the first version, the spectators were placed on several platforms, shaped somewhat like paddles and hockey sticks, suspended, mobile-fashion, from a rotating core that contained escalators for access. In the second version the spectators were to be seated in revolving chairs on irregularly shaped platforms placed on "telescopic pipes" so that they could be raised to varying heights. The whole interior of the sphere was a performance space of irregularly shaped projection screens and "telescopic stages." Thus, the "spectators [are] in movement at the inside of the sphere and a moving spectacle [is] on the internal faces of the volume."27 A simplified version of the Total Movement Theatre was built by the Mitsui group for the 1970 World's Fair at Osaka, Japan. It consisted of a large, mobile, circular platform on which were three telescopic platforms for the public. Access to these areas was by three entrances placed at different levels. A small screen faced each platform so that, at the start of the spectacle, there was the sense of three individual performance areas. The production began with films and projections on each screen but soon expanded so as to surround the spectators on all sides. The audience platforms commenced to move in conjunction with sounds and the rhythms of the projections.
In an ideal world, perhaps a spherical theatre could be built that would eventually generate a type of performance suited to the space. But the economic factors that prevent it are obvious-it is difficult enough to build conventional theatres-and there is no artistic need. What sort of production would benefit from a spherical theatre? A new form of theatre seems mandated. The following three projects describe not only a physical space but a theatrical experience that seems to draw primarily from Happenings-a "total theatre" of involvement and sensation. One is an amusement park funhouse, one an artist's fantasy, and the third a world's fair pavilion.
The "Fifth Dimension" is a funhouse in Ayrshire, Scotland. As described by Kenneth Lindley the structure tunnel, guests entered the Clam Room-named for its shape-a dark, cavelike room, with flickering lights and shadows in the center. Exiting from the room, visitors walked through a "scintillating shower" of reflected, multicolored laser light. Stairs led up to the Dome Room, whose primary feature was a ninety-foot diameter hemispherical mirror dome designed by artist Robert Whitman. The mirror, because of its shape, produced "real images" -seemingly three-dimensional upside down images as opposed to the conventional "virtual images"-in the space in front of the mirror. A constantly changing environment of light and sound was created by the computer controlled light system, thirty-seven speakers, and the unique optical and acoustical properties of the dome.
There are other projects that might be included in this survey, but they all have one thing in common with those already mentioned: they are projects never built -a somewhat parodoxical situation in a century so strongly dominated by the avant garde in drama. The fact remains that while the many "isms" challenged fundamental thinking about the rules, form, and content, of the drama, they rarely, if ever, considered theatrical space. Artaud and Marinetti called for new spatial relationships in the theatre, but these are relatively minor points in their overall theory. Meyerhold and Piscator came closer than most to seeing their visions of a new theatre become reality, but ultimately the plans for their respective theatres are strongly rooted in traditional staging. While the Futurists and Dadaists frequently sought to destroy the proscenium barrier, they did so more to challenge and discomfort their audience than out of a theoretical approach to spatial relationships. No twentieth-century drama requires, nor indeed would benefit from, a radically new theatre space. Meanwhile, amusement parks and world's fairs turn out fantasy structures that serve as little more than divertissements. We have avant garde drama with no theatres and avant garde theatres with no drama.
Most theatre historians agree that drama has been influenced by theatre architecture-Aeschylus, Shakespeare, Moliere all wrote for the possibilities and demands of their theatre spaces. Our drama today tends to be written for proscenium or thrust theatres, or the occasional environmental space. The creators of the theatresof-the-future have, until now, created their own type of performance to fit the space. What would happen if these theatres were simply built? Might they stimulate the imaginations of future playwrights and thus foster a new style of theatre? Or are they best as fantasies?
